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CRITICAL NOTE 



THE ZURICH ANABAPTISTS AND THOMAS MUNZER 

The letter of Conrad Grebel and his friends at Zurich to Thomas 
Miinzer, of which a translation is here presented, was published by Pro- 
fessor C. A. Cornelius in his Geschichte des Miinsterischen Aujruhrs, Book 
II, p. 240 (Appendix I), i860. It is often referred to as one of the most 
important sources of information about the Swiss Anabaptists in their 
earlier stage, but, so far as I have seen, no really adequate use has been 
made of it. For English and American students of Anabaptist history its 
use is hedged about with several difficulties. The book of Cornelius is 
becoming rare. The German of the text not only presents the usual 
difficulties of literal reprints from the first quarter of the sixteenth century, 
but it is filled with Swiss idioms, so that even those who read German 
fluently might find it hard to get more than the general thought. 

In my translation I have aimed chiefly at exactness. It would have 
been easy to polish the style, but I have tried to preserve the somewhat 
uncouth directness of Grebel's German. In a few places I was in doubt 
and have indicated it. Repeatedly the grammatical construction changes 
in the course of a sentence and the meaning cannot be construed with entire 
certainty. The translation reproduces this uncertainty. Sentences in 
parentheses ( ) are thus inclosed in the original text. Phrases in brackets 
[ ] are explanations of the translator. 

The translation is followed by comments, in which I have tried to sum 
up the results to be gained from the document. 

May peace, grace, and mercy from God, our Father, and Jesus Christ, our 
Lord, be with us all. Amen. 

Dear Brother Thomas: For God's sake do not marvel that we address thee 
without title, and request thee like a brother to communicate with us by writing, 
and that we have ventured, unasked and unknown to thee, to open up intercourse 
between us. God's Son, Jesus Christ, who offers himself as the one master and 
head of all who would be saved, and bids us be brethren by the one common 
word given to all brethren and believers, has moved us and compelled us to make 
friendship and brotherhood and to bring the following points to thy attention. 
Thy writing of two tracts on Fictitious Faith [von dem erdichten glotiben] has also 
caused us to do so. Therefore we ask that thou wilt take it kindly for the sake of 
Christ our Savior. If God wills, it shall serve and work to our good. Amen. 
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Just as our forebears fell away from the true God and the knowledge of Jesus 
Christ and of the right faith in him, and from the one true, common, divine word, 
from the divine institutions, from Christian love and life, and lived without God's 
law and gospel in human, useless, un-Christian customs and ceremonies, and 
expected to attain salvation therein, yet fell far short of it, as the evangelical 
preachers have declared, and to some extent are still declaring; so today, too, every 
man wants to be saved by superficial faith, without fruits of faith, without baptism 
of test and probation, without love and hope, without right Christian practices, 
and wants to persist in all the old fashion of personal vices, and in the common 
ritualistic and anti-Christian customs of baptism and of the Lord's Supper, 
in disrespect for the divine word and in respect for the word of the pope and of 
the anti-papal preachers, which yet is not equal to the divine word nor in harmony 
with it, in respecting persons and in manifold seduction there is grosser and more 
pernicious error now than ever has been since the beginning of the world. In the 
same error we, too, lingered as long as we heard and read only the evangelical 
preachers who are to blame for all this, in punishment for our sins. But after we 
took the Scriptures in hand, too, and consulted it on many points, we have been 
instructed somewhat and have discovered the great and hurtful error of the shep- 
herds, of ours too, namely, that we do not daily beseech God earnestly with con- 
stant groaning to be brought out of this destruction of all godly life and out of 
human abominations, and to attain to true faith and divine institutions. The 
cause of all this is the [policy of ] false caution, the hiding of the divine word, and 
the mixing of it with the human. Aye, we say it harms all and frustrates all 
things divine. There is no need of specifying and reciting. 

While we were marking and deploring these facts, thy book against false faith 
and baptism was brought to us, and we were more fully informed and confirmed, 
and it rejoiced us wonderfully that we found one who was of the same Christian 
mind with us and dared to show the evangelical preachers their lack, how that in 
all the chief points they are acting with a false caution and set their own opinions, 
and even those of anti-Christ, above God and against God, as befits not the ambas- 
sadors of God to act and preach. Therefore we beg and admonish thee as a 
brother by the name, the power, the word, the spirit, and the salvation, which 
has come to all Christians through Jesus Christ our Master and Savior, that thou 
wilt take earnest heed to preach only the divine word without fear, to set up and 
guard only divine institutions, to esteem as good and right only what may be found 
in pure and clear Scripture, to reject, hate, and curse all devices, words, customs, 
and opinions of men, including thine own. 

We understand and have seen that thou hast translated the mass into German 
and hast introduced new German hymns. That cannot be well, for we find 
nothing taught in the New Testament about singing, no example of it. Paul 
scolds the learned Corinthians more than he praises them, because they mumbled 
in meeting as if they sang, just as the Jews and the Italians chant their words song- 
fashion. Secondly, since singing in Latin grew up without divine instruction and 
apostolic example and custom, without producing good or edifying, it will still 
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less edify in German and will create a faith consisting in mere outward seeming. 
Thirdly, Paul even clearly forbids singing in Eph. 5, and Col. 3, since he says 
and teaches that they are to speak to one another and teach one another with 
psalms and spiritual songs, and if anyone would sing, he should sing and give 
thanks in his heart. Fourthly, whatever we are not taught by clear passages or 
examples must be regarded as forbidden, just as if it were written: "This do not; 
sing not." Fifthly, Christ in the Old and especially in the New Testament bids 
his messengers simply proclaim the word. Paul, too, says that the word of Christ 
profits us, not the song. Whoever sings poorly gets vexation by it; whoever can 
sing well gets conceit. Sixthly, we must not follow our notions; we must add 
nothing to the word and take nothing from it. Seventhly, if you want to abolish 
the mass, it must not be done by supplanting it with German singing, which per- 
haps is thy device, or comes from Luther. It must be rooted up by the word 
and command of Christ. 1 9. For it is not planted by God. 10. The supper of 
fellowship Christ did institute and plant, n. The words found in Matt. 26, 
Mark 14, Luke 22, and 1 Cor. 11 alone are to be used, no more, no less. He who 
serves [as leader] from among the church shall pronounce them from one of the 
evangelists or from Paul. 13. They are the words of the instituted meal of fellow- 
ship, not words of consecration. 14. Ordinary bread shall be used, without idols 
and additions. 15. For [the latter] creates an external reverence and veneration 
of the bread, and a turning away from the internal. An ordinary drinking- 
vessel, too, shall be used. 16. This would do away with the adoration and bring 
true understanding and appreciation of the Supper, since the bread is nought but 
bread, by faith the body of Christ and the becoming one body with Christ and 
the brethren; only it must be eaten and drunk in spirit and love, as John shows 
in chap. 6 and the other passages, Paul in Cor. 10 and 11, and as is clearly learned 
in Acts 2. 17. Although it is simply bread, yet if faith and brotherly love precede 
it, it is to be received with joy, since, when it is used in the church, it is to show 
us that we are truly one bread and one body, and that we are and wish to be true 
brethren with one another, etc. 18. But if one is found who will not live the 
brotherly life, he eats unto condemnation, since he eats it without discerning, 
like any other meal, and dishonors love, which is the inner bond, and the bread, 
which is the outer bond. 19. Since also it does not call to his mind Christ's 
body and blood of the covenant of the cross, so that for the sake of Christ and the 
brethren, of the head and the members, he may be willing to live and suffer. 
20. Neither is it to be ministered by thee [i. e., ritually, as in the mass]. That 
was the beginning of the mass that only a few partook. Whereas the Supper is 
an expression of fellowship, not a mass and sacrament. Therefore none is to 
receive it alone, neither on his deathbed nor otherwise. Neither is the bread to 
be locked away, etc., for the use of a single person, since no one shall take for 
himself alone the bread that belongs to those in fellowship; unless he is out of 
fellowship with himself, and no one is so, etc. 21. Neither is it to be used in 

1 Grebel forgot to number his 8th and 12th points. 
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temples according to all Scripture and example, since that creates a false rever- 
ence. 22. It is to be used much and often. 23. It is not to be used without 
the rule of Christ in Matt. 18, otherwise it is not the Lord's Supper; for 
without that rule every man will run after the externals; the inner matter, love, 
will be passed by, if brethren and false brethren approach or eat it. 24. If 
ever thou wouldst serve it, we wish it would be done without priestly garment 
and vestment of the mass, without singing, without addition. 25. As for the 
time, we know that Christ gave it to the apostles at the Supper and that the 
Corinthians had the same usage. We fix no definite time with us, etc. 

[Let this suffice], since thou art much better instructed about the Lord's 
Supper, and we only state things as we understand them. If we are not in the 
right, teach us better, and do thou drop singing and the mass, and act in all things 
only according to the word, and bring forth and establish by the word the usages 
of the apostles. If that cannot be done, it would be better if all things remained 
in Latin and without changing and accommodating. If the right cannot be 
established, then neither do thou minister according to a usage of thine own or 
the priestly usage of the Anti-Christ, and at least teach how it ought to be, as 
Christ does in John 6, and teaches how we are to eat and drink his flesh and blood, 
and has no regard for the apostasy and the anti-Christian caution, of which the 
most learned and foremost evangelical preachers have made a regular idol and 
have propagated it in all the world. It is much more desirable that a few be 
rightly taught through the word of God, believing and walking aright in virtues 
and customs, than that many believe falsely and hypocritically through adulterated 
doctrine. Though we admonish and beseech thee, we are in hopes that thou wilt 
do it of thine own accord; and we admonish the more willingly, because thou 
hast so kindly listened to our brother and confessed that thou too hast given way 
too much, and because thou and Carlstadt are esteemed by us the purest pro- 
claimers and preachers of the purest word of God; and if you two rebuke, and 
justly, those who mingle the words and customs of men with those of God, you 
must by rights cut yourselves loose and be completely purged of the benefices of 
the priesthood and all new and ancient customs, and of your own and ancient 
notions. If your benefices, as with us, are supported by interest and tithes, 
which are both true usury, and if you do not get your support from an entire 
church, we beg that you will give up your benefices. Ye know well how a 
shepherd should be supported. 

We have good hopes of Jacob Strauss and a few others, who are little esteemed 
by the slothful scholars and doctors at Wittenberg. We, too, are thus rejected 
by our learned shepherds. All men follow them, because they preach a sinful 
sweet Christ, and they lack clear discernment, as thou hast set forth in thy tracts, 
which have taught and strengthened beyond measure us who are poor in spirit. 
And so we are in harmony in all points, except that we have learned with sorrow 
that thou hast set up tablets, for which we find no text nor example in the New 
Testament. In the Old it [the Law] was to be written outwardly, but now in the 
New it is to be written on the fleshly tablets of the heart, as the comparison of 
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both Testaments proves, as we are taught by Paul, 2 Cor. 3, Jeremiah 31, Hebrews 
8, Ezekiel 36. Unless we are mistaken, which we do not think and believe, do 
thou abolish the tablets again. The matter has grown out of thine own notions, 
a futile expense [ ?], which will increase and become quite idolatrous, and spread 
into all the world, just as happened with the idolatrous images. It would also 
create the idea that something external always had to stand and be set up in place 
of the idols, whereby the unlearned might learn, while in fact only the external 
word is to be so used according to all example and commandment of Scripture, as 
is declared especially 1 Cor. 14 and Col. 3. It is true that this learning from the 
one Word might in time lag, [the connection is not clear] but even if it [the setting 
up of the tablets] would never do any harm, yet I would never want to invent and 
set up anything new and to follow and imitate the slothful and misleading scholars 
with their false caution, and from my own opinion invent, teach, and establish 
a single thing. 

Go forward with the word and establish a Christian church with the help of 
Christ and his rule, as we find it instituted Matthew 18 and applied in the epistles. 
Use determination and common prayer and decision according to faith and love, 
without command or compulsion, then God will help thee and thy little flock to 
all sincerity, and the singing and the tablets will cease. There is more than 
enough of wisdom and counsel in the Scripture, how all classes and all men may 
be taught, governed, instructed, and turned to piety. Whoever will not amend 
and believe, but resists the word and doings of God and thus persists, such a man, 
after Christ and his word and rule have been declared to him and he has been 
admonished in the presence of the three witnesses and the church, such a man 
we say, taught by God's word, shall not be killed, but regarded as a heathen and 
publican and let alone. 

Moreover, the gospel and its adherents are not to be protected by the sword, 
nor are they thus to protect themselves, which, as we learn from our brother, is 
thy opinion and practice. True Christian believers are sheep among wolves, 
sheep for the slaughter; they must be baptized in anguish and affliction, tribulation, 
persecution, suffering, and death; they must be tried with fire, and must reach the 
fatherland of eternal rest, not by killing their bodily, but by mortifying their 
spiritual enemies. Neither do they use worldly sword or war, since all killing 
has ceased with them; unless, indeed, we are still of the old law; and even 
there (much as we consider it) war was a misfortune after they had once con- 
quered the Promised Land. [Neither the text nor the meaning of the last sen- 
tence is quite certain.] No more of this. 

On the matter of baptism thy book pleases us well, and we desire to be further 
instructed by thee. We understand that even an adult person is not to be baptized 
without Christ's rule of binding and loosing. The Scripture describes baptism 
thus, that it signifies the washing away of sins by faith and the blood of Christ 
(to him that is baptized, changes his mind and believes before and after it); that 
it signifies that a man is dead and ought to be dead to sin and walks in newness of 
life and spirit, and that he shall certainly be saved if by the inner baptism he lives 
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his faith according to this significance; so that the water does not confirm or increase 
faith, as the scholars at Wittenberg say, and how it gives very great comfort and 
is the final refuge on the deathbed. Also that it does not save, as Augustine, 
Tertullian, Theophylact, and Cyprian have taught, dishonoring faith and the 
suffering of Christ in the case of the old and adult, and dishonoring the suffering 
of Christ in the case of the unbaptized infants. We hold according to the following 
passages, Gen. 8, Deut. i, 30, 31, and 1 Cor. 14, Wisdom 12, 2 Peter 2, Rom. 1, 2, 
7, 10, Matt. 18, 19, Mark 9, 10, Luke 18, etc., that all children who have not yet 
come to discernment of the knowledge of good and evil, and have not yet eaten of 
the tree of knowledge, that they are surely saved by the suffering of Christ the new 
Adam, who has restored their vitiated life, because they would have been subject 
to death and condemnation only if Christ had not suffered, but have not yet 
grown up to the infirmity of our broken nature, unless, indeed, it can be proved 
that Christ did not suffer for the children. But as to the objection that faith is 
demanded of all who are to be saved, we exclude children from this and hold that 
they are saved without faith, and we do not believe from the above passages 
[that children must be baptized], and we conclude from the description of baptism 
and from the accounts of it (according to which no child was baptized), also 
from the above passages (which alone apply to the question of children, and all 
other Scriptures do not refer to children) that infant baptism is a senseless, blas- 
phemous abomination, contrary to all Scripture, contrary even to the papacy; 
since we find that for many years after the apostolic times believers and unbelievers 
were baptized together by Cyprian and Augustine, for six hundred years, etc. 
Since thou knowest this ten times better and hast published thy protests against 
infant baptism, we hope that thou art not acting against the eternal word, wisdom, 
and commandment of God, according to which only believers are to be baptized, 
and art not baptizing children. If thou or Carlstadt will not write sufficiently 
against infant baptism with all that'applies, as to how and why we should baptize, 
etc., I (Cunrat Grebel) will try my hand, and I have already begun to reply to all 
who have hitherto (excepting thyself) misleadingly, and knowingly, written on bap- 
tism and have deceived about the senseless, blasphemous form of baptism, as for 
instance Luther, Low [Leo Judae], Osiander, and the men at Strassburg, and 
some have done even more shamefully. Unless God avert it, I and we all are 
and shall be surer of persecution on the part of the scholars, etc., than of other 
folks. We pray thee not to use nor to receive the old customs of anti-Christianism, 
such as sacrament, mass, signs, etc., but to hold to the word alone, as beseems all 
ambassadors, and especially thee and Carlstadt, and as ye do, more than all the 
preachers of all nations. 

Regard us as thy brethren and take this letter as an expression of great joy 
and hope toward you through God, and admonish, comfort, and strengthen us 
as thou art well able. Pray to God the Lord for us that he may come to the aid 
of our faith, since we desire to believe. And if God will grant us also to pray, we 
too will pray for thee and all, that we all may walk according to our calling and 
estate. May God grant it through Jesus Christ our Savior. Amen. Greet all 
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brethren, the shepherds and the sheep, who receive the word of faith and salva- 
tion with desire and hunger, etc. 

One point more. We desire an answer, and if thou doest publish anything, 
that thou wilt send it to us by this messenger and others. We also desire to be 
informed if thou and Carlstadt are of one mind. We hope and believe it. We 
commend this messenger to thee, who has also carried letters from us to our 
brother Carlstadt. And if thou couldst visit Carlstadt, so that you could reply 
jointly, it would be a sincere joy to us. The messenger is to return to us; what is 
lacking in his pay shall be made up when he returns. 

God be with us. 
Whatever we have not understood correctly, inform and instruct us. 

Given at Zurich on the fifth day of the Harvest Month [September] in the 
year MV C and XXIIII [1524]. 

Cunrat Grebel, Anderesz Kastelberg [auf der Sttilzen], Felix Mantz, Hansz 
Oggenfuss [Ockenfuss], Bartlime Pur, Heinrich Aberli, and other brethren of 
thine in Christ, if God will, who have written this to thee, wish for thee and us all 
and all thy flock till further message the true word of God, true faith, love, and 
hope with all peace and grace from God through Jesus Christ. Amen. 

I, C. Grebel, meant to write to Luther in the name of all of us, and to exhort 
him to cease from his [policy of] caution, which he uses without [authority of] 
Scripture and which he has established in the world, and others after him. But 
my affliction and time would not permit. Do you do it according to your duty, etc. 

Address: 

To the sincere and faithful preacher of the gospel, Thomas Mtinzer at Altstett 
in the Harz, our faithful and beloved brother in Christ. 

Dearly beloved Brother Thomas. When I had subscribed all our names 
in a hurry and had thought this messenger would not wait until we wrote to 
Luther, too, he had to bide and wait on account of rain. So I wrote to Luther, 
too, on behalf of my brethren and thine, and have exhorted him to cease from the 
false sparing of the weak, who are [really] themselves. Andreas Castelberg has 
written to Carlstadt. Meanwhile Hans Huiuf of Halle, our fellow-citizen here and 
brother, has arrived who recently visited thee, [and brings] a letter and shameful 
tract by Luther, which no man ought to write who wants to be a leader [ ?] like the 
apostles. Paul teaches differently: porro senium Domini, etc. I see that he wants 
to have thee outlawed and deliver thee to the prince [Frederick of Saxony] to whom 
he has tied his gospel, even as Aaron had to hold Moses as his god. As for thy 
tracts and Protestations I find thee without guilt, unless thou doest reject baptism 
entirely, which I do not gather from them, but [I understand] that thou doest 
condemn infant baptism and the absurdity of baptism. What "water" means 
in John 3 we shall examine carefully in thy book and the Scripture. The brother 
of Huiuf writes that thou hast preached against the princes, that they are to be 
attacked with the fist. Is it true ? If thou art willing to defend war, the tablets, 
singing, or other things which thou doest not find in express words of Scripture, 
as thou doest not find the points mentioned, then I admonish thee by the common 
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salvation of us all that thou wilt cease therefrom and from all notions of thine own 
now and hereafter, then wilt thou be completely pure, who in other points pleasest 
us better than anyone in this German and other countries. If thou fallest into 
the hands of Luther or the duke [George of Saxony], drop the points mentioned, 
and stand by the others like a hero and champion of God. Be strong. Thou 
hast the Bible (of which Luther has made Bible, Bubel, Babel) for defense against 
the idolatrous caution of Luther, which he and the learned shepherds in our parts 
have propagated in all the world; against the deceitful, weak-kneed faith, against 
their preaching, in which they do not teach Christ as they should, although they 
have just opened the gospel for all the world that people may or should read for 
themselves; but not many do it, for everybody follows their authority. With us 
there are not twenty who believe the word of God; they trust the persons, Zwingli, 
Low [Leo Judae], and others, who elsewhere are esteemed learned. And if thou 
must suffer for it, thou knowest well that it cannot be otherwise. Christ must 
suffer still more in his members. But he will strengthen and keep them steadfast 
to the end. May God give grace to thee and us. For our shepherds also are so 
wroth and furious against us, rail at us as knaves from the pulpit in public, and 
call us Satanas in angelos lucis conversos. We, too, shall in time see persecution 
come upon us through them. Therefore pray to God for us. Once more we 
admonish thee, and we do so because we love and honor thee so heartily for the 
clearness of thy word and hence write thee trustfully and foolishly [?]: do 
not act, teach, or establish anything according to human opinion, your own 
or that of others, and abolish again what has been so established; but establish 
and teach only the clear word and practices of God, with the rule of Christ [on 
church discipline], unadulterated baptism and unadulterated Supper, as we have 
touched upon in the first letter, and upon which thou art better informed than a 
hundred of us. If thou and Carlstadt, Jacob Strauss, and Michael Stiefel do not 
give sincere diligence to it (as I and my brethren hope that you will do), it will be 
a sorry gospel that has come into the world. But you are far purer than our 
men here and those at Wittenberg, who flounder from one perversion of Scripture 
into the next, and daily from one blindness into another and greater. I think and 
believe that they propose to become true papists and popes. Now no more. 
God, our captain, with his Son Jesus Christ, our Savior, and with his spirit and 
word be with thee and us all. 

Cunrat Grebel, Andresz Castelberg, Felix Mantz, Heinrich Aberli, Joannes 
Pannicellus [i. e., Hans Broedli], Hansz Oggenfusz, Hansz Huiuf, thy countryman 
of Halle, thy brethren, and seven new young Munzers against Luther. 

If thou art permitted to continue preaching, and if nothing happens to thee, 
we will send thee a copy of our letter to Luther and of the reply he will send us. 
We have admonished him and our [preachers] here, too. Thus, unless God 
prevents, we mean to show up their deficiency and not fear what may happen 
to us on account of it. We have not kept any copy except of the letter which we 
wrote to Martin [Luther], thy adversary. Therefore receive kindly our unlearned 
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and uncouth writing, and be sure that we have done it from love since we are at 
one in word and affliction and adversaries, although thou art more learned and 
stronger in spirit. On account of this harmony we have talked and written so 
much to thee. If God permits, greet all thy Christians from us and write us all 
jointly a long letter. Thou wilt give us great joy and increase our love for thee. 

Address: 

This letter also belongs to Thomas Munzer at Altstetten in the Harz. 

I. THE SITUATION 

The first of the two letters was written on September 5, 1524, probably 
somewhat in a hurry, and was to be taken by some man on the point of 
leaving for the north. Grebel had intended to write to Luther also, but 
lack of time and ill-health prevented him. But rain kept the messenger 
from leaving, and the opportunity was used by Grebel to write the intended 
letter to Luther, and by Andreas Castelberg (who is probably identical 
with Andreas auf der Stulzen) to write to Carlstadt. Grebel then added 
the second letter to Munzer, in which he used additional information which 
had just come to them about Luther and Munzer. 

The letter to Carlstadt seems to have reached him. He was then pastor 
at Orlamunde, but was banished from there in the same month and went 
to southern Germany. He replied cordially to the letter of the group in 
Zurich, sent his friend Westerburg to visit them, and came to Zurich him- 
self. What became of the letter to Luther we do not know. The writers 
kept a copy of it, and, in case Luther answered, they intended to make 
polemical use of the correspondence. The letters to Munzer appear not 
to have been delivered. The originals in Grebel's handwriting are at the 
Burgerbibliothek at St. Gallen. Probably the messenger failed to find 
Munzer, brought the letters back to Grebel, who kept them among his 
papers, and at his death they may have passed into the possession of his 
brother-in-law Vadian at St. Gallen. Munzer had left Alstedt on August 
7, 1524, and had gone to Miihlhausen. From there he was expelled 
September 28, 1524, and went to southern Germany. In October and 
November he spent several weeks at Griessen, near Waldshut and Schaff- 
hausen in Switzerland, and the Zurich Anabaptists visited him there. 

II. RELATION TO THE REFORMERS 

Most of the men composing the Swiss Anabaptist group had been 
earnest supporters of Zwingli in his earlier advance movements. They 
began to part company with him when he declined to support the protest 
of the radical wing of his party against the support of the church by com- 
pulsory tithing and against the large remnants of Catholic practices in the 
Lord's Supper. The rupture was completed by the public disputation 
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held October 26, 1523. The state church of Zurich was organized and 
turned its edge against the men who disputed its right to exist. They in 
turn withdrew from it. Separate meetings probably began about that 
time, and the theory of a church of believers rose to importance in their 
minds as they made trial of it in actual experience. These letters mirror 
the state of feeling ten months later. 

They recognize that the "evangelical preachers," meaning the Witten- 
berg and Swiss Reformers, have performed useful service in exposing the 
general apostasy from true Christianity in the old church, and that to some 
extent they are still continuing that service. But no satisfactory condition 
of Christian life has yet been reached. The faith about which so much is 
said among the Reformers is an external and deceptive faith, without fruit 
in conduct; men persist in sinful life, and there is no church discipline; 
Catholic ceremonies are maintained in baptism and the Supper; the author- 
ity of the Bible is neutralized by the excessive authority of the Reformers. 
The chief cause for the lack of purity in worship and organization is the 
policy of caution — das jalsche Schonen, the false forbearance at Witten- 
berg and Zurich. Luther interposed when the people at Wittenberg under 
Carlstadt's leadership began to make a clean sweep of the old worship 
and its appurtenances, and he did so ostensibly on behalf of the weak who 
were not yet ready for such action. Zwingli had urged similar motives. 
The real motive with both men probably was political sagacity. They 
knew the extent of opposition among the influential elements at home, and 
the danger of interference from outside, if conservative religious sentiment 
was too boldly outraged. If they crowded on more canvass, the little 
craft of the cause might founder. Zwingli as a religious man was quite 
ready to go forward, but as a Zurich politician and as a Swiss statesman he 
held it wise to stop for the present. 

The group of the Brethren met this prudent, but shifty and calcu- 
lating, policy with the bold idealism of absolute obedience to principle. 
They were the root-and-branch party of the Swiss Reformation. They 
acknowledged the express commandments and example of the New Testa- 
ment as the only authority in church practice. The adulteration of the 
divine Word by the admixture of human notions and prudential considera- 
tions was their chief charge against the Reformers. 

It is interesting that Zwingli's name is mentioned only once. The usual 
reference is to, "our shepherds," "our learned shepherds." But the feeling 
is strained. The Brethren are being denounced openly from the pulpit 
and called "devils masked as angels of light." They look forward to per- 
secution as bound to come. 
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m. THEIR RELATION TO MUNZER 

The immediate occasion of the correspondence was the satisfaction 
of the writers with two tracts of Miinzer, which they had evidently just 
read and which were full of fresh stimulus to them. They were: "Pro- 
testation oder empietung Tome Miintzers von Stolberg am Hartzs seel- 
warters zu Alstedt seine leren betrefiende vnnd tzum anfang von dem 
rechten Christen glawben, vnnd der Tawffe," and "Von dem getichten 
glawben auff nechst Protestation aussgangen Tome Muntzers Selwerters zu 
Alstedt." Both had been published early in 1524. But this was not their 
first knowledge of him. They speak of a conversation between Miinzer 
and one of their brethren, in which Miinzer had conceded that he had been 
too yielding. They also know of his efforts for the reconstruction of 
church worship, and the translation of hymns and liturgy into German. 
Miinzer published three tracts on this subject in 1523-24, and was ahead 
of Luther in his efforts to supply the new needs of the people in church 
worship. 

What appealed to the Zurich Brethren was the daring radicalism of 
Miinzer. He at least showed none of the sinful leaven of prudence, at 
least not in his teaching. He was not hampered by political anxiety about 
the princes, nor by excessive veneration for the Reformers. In so far he 
was a man after their heart. One of the few touches of humor in the letters 
is the signature of the second letter: "thy brethren and seven new young 
Munzers against Luther." 

But the enthusiasm with which they hail his bold criticism of- the 
Reformers and of their policy of adaptation does not imply that they sur- 
render their independence to Miinzer. They immediately proceed to 
criticise him for introducing singing into church worship, which they hold 
to be without New Testament authority and fraught with spiritual dangers; 
for endeavoring to supplant the mass by a German substitute which leaves 
some of the ritualistic character of it intact; for setting up tables of the 
Decalogue in church; and for sanctioning forcible resistance against oppres- 
sion and persecution. They also disapprove conditionally his attitude on 
certain points on which they have no trustworthy information. If he and 
Carlstadt in their pastoral positions at Alstedt and Orlamunde are deriving 
their income from enforced tithes or interest, they object. A pastor should 
be supported by the voluntary offerings of his church. They suspect that 
he has not yet organized a true Christian church with discipline according 
to Matt., chap. 18, and they encourage him to make the venture. They 
are evidently doubtful if his practice on infant baptism corresponds to his 
theory, and admonish him not to baptize infants. Their suspicion was 



102 THE AMERICAN JOURNAL OF THEOLOGY 

correct, for Miinzer continued to baptize children when presented for 
baptism. They do not raise the question of his own rebaptism, for they 
themselves did not come to that point for several months more. 

It is noteworthy that there is no response in their minds to the social 
spirit of Munzer's writings. Their interest is solely in religion and the 
church. Where they touch on his views about forcible resistance, they are 
evidently not thinking of the social oppression of the common people, but 
of persecution on account of religion. It may be that their failure to vibrate 
in response to this strident note in Munzer's writings was simply due to 
their spokesman Grebel. He wrote the letter; the others assented to it; 
its matter and manner were naturally determined by him. In later days 
there was a stronger communistic spirit among the Swiss Anabaptists. It 
has been suggested that their later interview with Miinzer may have affected 
them. 

IV. THEIR DISTINCTIVE IDEAS 

The outward canon of their thinking is the sole authority of the New 
Testament ; its inner aim is the creation of genuine spiritual life. An exter- 
nal, deceptive faith is the danger which they see dogging the path of the 
Reformation. Singing, the use of wafers in communion, its celebration in 
temples, the setting up of external tablets of the Law, infant baptism — 
these things create an illusive sense of reverence, a dependence on externals, 
a contentment with outward performances, which all militate against true 
religion. This is the noble aim which dignifies some of the trivialities on 
which they lay stress. 

Their reasoning against singing in worship seems especially superficial. 
The New Testament gives no instruction or example about it, they say. 
This silence implies a prohibition. The nearest approach to singing was 
the inarticulate mumbling of the glossolalia, for which Paul has little good 
to say. His advice to use psalms and spiritual songs refers only to their 
didactic value; the singing is to be done in the heart. The gospel is to be 
spread by speech and not by song. If Latin singing has been useless, 
German singing will even more promote a deceptive religion. All this is 
rabbinical reasoning, caused by the necessity of finding purely scriptural 
arguments. The only touch of nature and of free thinking is the remark 
that those who cannot sing get vexation out of it, and those who sing well 
get conceit. We must remember, however, that singing as they knew it 
was largely performed by clergy and choir, and that they were not alone 
in their objection to it. Choir-singing was abolished in Zurich in the 
following year. The use of the organ, which had served for artificial 
music, was stoppedJboth'afZurich'andTJasel, and in 1527 Zwingli stopped 
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even congregational singing for fear that the sensuous would hinder the 
spiritual. And this in spite of the fact that he was both a poet and a musician. 

The enumeration of arguments against singing passes directly into 
arguments against a ritualistic conception of the Lord's Supper (7-25), 
showing that the two things were intimately connected in Grebel's mind. 
The mass is not to be reformed, but abolished (7-10). The simple words 
of institution alone are to be used and read from the gospels or from Paul 
(11). They have no consecrating efficacy (12). Common bread and a 
common drinking-vessel are to be used, which will assist in checking super- 
stitious veneration of the elements (14, 15). Vestments, hymns, and all 
that belongs to the old religion are to be avoided (24). The bread is simple 
bread, yet to faith it is the body of Christ, and the Supper itself unites us 
to the mystical body of Christ and to the brethren. Its essential is fellow- 
ship. But it can be properly received only if the spiritual qualifications 
exist in the recipient (16, 17). If a man is living an unbrotherly life, he 
eats unto condemnation and dishonors the inner bond of love and the outer 
bond of the bread (18, 19). It must always be a meal of fellowship, and 
is not to be taken by the minister alone, nor by the sick alone (20). The 
twenty-first point seems to mean that it is to be celebrated in small gather- 
ings in private houses, because the celebration in churches produces erne 
falsche Andacht. In opposition to the frequency of the mass in Catholic 
worship, the churches accepting the Reformation tended to decrease the 
frequency of the communion service. The church at Zurich provided 
for it at Christmas, in the Passion Week, and at Whitsuntide. Grebel and 
his friends believed in its frequency, and among the Anabaptists it was a 
frequent and spiritually very important part of their meetings. They 
hold that the right use of the Supper presupposes church discipline. The 
essential of love will be surrendered, if the Supper is shared with those in 
whose Christian character there is no confidence. It will result in mere 
external performance (23). Precedent points to the evening as the proper 
time, but they make no law of that (24). 

It is noteworthy that the doctrinal question of the bodily presence of 
Christ in the sacrament, about which so serious a controversy was just 
breaking out between the German and Swiss Reformers, is not touched 
upon. The elimination of superstition, the avoidance of everything per- 
functory, the expression of brotherly love, and the intensifying of the 
spirit of fellowship— these are their chief concern. 

Their conception of the church is evidently that of separatism and 
Congregationalism. They began by asking Zwingli to separate the mani- 
festly wicked from the church by church discipline; they ended by sepa- 
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rating the church from the world. The church is to be kept pure by 
continued spiritual discipline, according to Matt., chap. 18, and in connec- 
tion with the Lord's Supper. They hope that Munzer will dare to create a 
true church of that kind. There are to be shepherds, pastors, and they 
are to be supported by free-will contributions of the flock. They oppose 
tithing and interest. That was one of the live questions at Zurich. It 
had been agitated during the year preceding. The mediaeval church had 
drawn a parasitic income from vested funds and enforced tithing. Now 
that many of the institutions thus supported had fallen, and public thought 
had been intensely awakened to the uselessness of the church and to its 
exactions, the demand for the abolition of these methods of levying on 
the labor of the people grew strong. But as no other system of supporting 
the state church was in sight, the council resolved to maintain it, and 
Zwingli supported the council. On this point the radical group at Zurich 
expressed the voice of the, common people. 

In regard to baptism they feel at one with Munzer, except that they 
insist that infant baptism shall cease at once. It is, however, a question 
not merely of the age of the recipient, but of his spiritual qualifications. 
Christ's rule of binding and loosing — that is, the judicial function of the 
church in determining the spiritual status of the individual — is to apply 
to baptism. Baptism signifies that the sins are washed away, but only if 
the recipient has "changed his mind" (neTavotlo-Oat) and lives in faith 
before and after baptism. It signifies death to sin, newness of life, and 
the certainty of salvation, provided that a man lives out by "the inner 
baptism" what the outer baptism signifies. They object to Luther's 
praise of baptism as a prime confirmation and consolation of faith. They 
deny the doctrine of the Fathers that baptism saves. To ascribe saving 
efficacy to baptism belittles the faith of man and the passion of Christ, in 
which alone salvation rests. They had to meet the objection that, since 
children cannot beb'eve, baptism is the only method by which they can 
be saved. Luther met that by asserting that children do believe. Grebel 
and his friends met it by asserting that children need not believe. A 
number of undeveloped thoughts are packed together in this passage. 
They seem to be: that the common life of the race is disfigured (ver- 
schimpjt) by sin; that, apart from the sufferings of Christ, children, too, 
would be subject to death and condemnation; but that Christ, the new 
Adam, restored the racial life; that he suffered for infants, too; and that 
as long as they lack the discernment of good and evil, and do not consciously 
sin, his sufferings avail for them without their individual faith, by a racial 
relation. 
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From all Scripture passages which really apply to the question (evi- 
dently they repudiate many of the proofs adduced), they conclude that 
baptism is senseless, blasphemous abomination (dn tmsinniger gotzle- 
steriger/greweV). It is not only against the practice of apostolic times, but 
against that of the Catholic church, for believer's baptism continued to 
some extent for six hundred years. The arguments by which Luther, 
Leo Judae, Osiander, and the Strassburg preachers have defended infant 
baptism seem to them consciously untrue and misleading. Munzer hith- 
erto is the only exception. Grebel has begun a book on the subject and 
intends to go on with it, unless Munzer and Carlstadt do justice to the 
subject. 

Grebel and his friends regard nonresistance as the unquestionable 
Christian duty against oppression and persecution. They feel trouble 
impending. They face the thought of suffering and death with a spiritual 
exaltation that thrills. They are the little flock among wolves and must 
suffer in meekness. Here they clash with Munzer. He was the angry 
voice of the new coming social democracy, and his religion only served 
to make him angrier and bolder. They, on the other hand, utter the 
thought of the gospel and of the mediaeval sects. 

There are a few phrases which indicate an opposition to force on 
humanitarian rather than religious grounds. "They use neither wordly 
sword [i. e., in civil government] nor war, for with them ist das totten gar 
abgetan;" killing is completely abolished with them. Apart from the 
conquest of the Promised Land, war was an affliction even in the Old 
Testament. In speaking of church discipline, they say that the obstinate 
sinner is to be treated as a heathen and publican, but is not to be killed. 
No one would expect their littie circle to kill a recalcitrant member. The 
phrase slips in because their mind was full of the protest against killing. 

In general, the letters create respect for the moral and religious qualities 
of the writers. Evidently Grebel was not nearly so well at home in German 
as in Latin. His Latin style is flowing and fine. But his German style 
has the faults created by a crowding of ideas, rather than the faults of 
poverty. The frequent use of the "etc." shows that he was conscious of 
not stating completely what was in his mind. 

It cannot be denied that some of the arguments used are feeble and 
rabbinical. But they are not more so than those of other men of that 
time. Men were seeking their proof from the Bible, but they had not yet 
learned the larger historical use of the Bible. Moreover, a strict biblicism 
always shackles the free march of the mind and compels short and labori- 
ous steps. 
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But the direction of thought with these Zurich radicals is steadfastly 
and bravely toward reality in religion. They fear and fend off any sub- 
stitute for personal experience in religion; e. g., illusive ritual, the purely 
aesthetic pleasure of music, and the impressiveness of ecclesiastical vest- 
ments and utensils. They despise political prudence and trimming; they 
dare to trust God and the truth. They are willing to pay the price of blood 
which that policy demands. Neither will they trust in the worldly help 
of the sword; God alone shall bring their cause to victory. It is a brave 
and high attitude of mind and we can easily understand how this same 
group of men a few months later took the last step in realizing their con- 
victions and dedicated themselves to death by rebaptism. 
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